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EAST OF ENGLAND AMBULANCE SERVICE 
 

MEAL BREAK ARRANGEMENTS 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 
The management and staff-side of the East of England Ambulance Service 
jointly recognise the need for all staff to be afforded an uninterrupted break 
during the course of their duty period whilst recognising operational needs. 
 
The aim of this meal break agreement is: 
 

 To maximise the opportunity for all staff to take an uninterrupted break 

 To maximise the taking of meal breaks within the  meal break windows 

 To ensure service provision throughout the  meal break periods 

 To establish a mechanism of paying allowances where appropriate 
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2. DEFINITIONS 

 
Rest breaks (Extract from Section 27.15 Agenda for Change) 
Where the working day is longer than six hours, all staff are entitled to take a 
break of at least 20 minutes. Rest breaks must be taken during the period of 
work and should not be taken either at the start or the end of a period of 
working time.  
 
Existing local arrangements which already provide for breaks of more than 20 
minutes (e.g. lunch breaks) will meet the requirements of this provision and no 
further action will be needed.  
 
Meal Break 
The term meal break describes the break period in a shift during which a meal 
is normally taken. In line with the above, the meal break in this agreement 
meets the requirement for a rest break.   
 
Working Week 
As per Section 10.1 of the Agenda for Change Terms and Conditions 
Handbook, the standard hours of all full-time NHS staff covered by Agenda for 
Change will be 37.5 hours excluding meal breaks, subject to the protection and 
assimilation arrangements set out in Section 46.  Working time will be 
calculated exclusive of meal breaks except where individuals are required to 
work during meal breaks in which case such time should be counted as working 
time.  
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3. SCOPE 

 
This agreement applies to: 
 

 All Emergency Operations Staff and Managers 

 All Health Emergency Operations Centre (HEOC) Staff and Managers 
 
This agreement does not apply to: 
 

 Staff in other departments to those listed above, who may also have their 
own local arrangements 

 Bank workers 

 Staff on a Trust contract, who will have predefined terms and conditions 
relating to breaks 
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4. APPLICATION – EMERGENCY OPERATIONS STAFF & MANAGERS 

 
4.1  Length of Break  
 
All staff and managers working in excess of 6 hours will be entitled to a single 
break. 
 
The length of break will vary according to shift duration as outlined in the table 
below.  However, 30 minutes of this time period will be unpaid and 
uninterrupted.  Breaks in excess of 30 minutes will have a paid interruptible 
element.  
 

Shift Length Unpaid 
uninterruptible 

element 

Paid 
interruptible 

element 

Total Break 
Length 

12 Hours 30 15 45 

11 Hours 30 12 42 

10 Hours 30 8 38 

9 Hours 30 4 34 

8 Hours 30 0 30 

7 Hours 30 0 30 

 
In order to achieve the above, transitional arrangements will apply as specified 
in Appendix 1.  
 
4.2  Unpaid Uninterruptible Element 
 
During the unpaid uninterruptible element of the break, staff and managers will 
only be disturbed in the event of a major incident situation occurring.  In the 
event of a major incident, staff and managers who are contactable may be 
asked if they are willing to attend. 
 
During the unpaid uninterruptible element of the break, staff and managers are 
not required to remain in the workplace.  However, it is their responsibility to 
ensure that they are ready to resume work at the end of the unpaid 
uninterruptible element of their break. 
 
Staff and managers will have the option to remain available throughout the 
unpaid uninterruptible element of their break (as outlined in section 4.3 below). 
 
4.3  Unpaid Element (Opt in to be interrupted) 
 
Individual staff and managers can choose to have their unpaid element of the 
break interrupted (i.e. be disturbed) by emergency calls. For clarity, staff will be 
required to respond to Category A, B and C calls, with the exception of those 
Category C calls that are classed as “Urgent” journeys.  
 
Those who choose to be available to respond to emergency calls during the 
unpaid uninterruptible element of the break should preferably notify HEOC at 
the start of their shift. Staff must notify HEOC and confirm their availability 
before the commencement of their break. 
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In the event that staff do not notify HEOC that they are available, it will be 
assumed that they are uninterruptible during this break period.  
 
During this opt in disturbable break period, staff must be able to mobilise within 
the normal time parameters in accordance with current operational policy 
guidance.  
 
Whilst it is preferable for both members of a crew to opt in and be disturbable, it 
is possible for one part of the crew to choose to be available. In the event that 
only part of the crew is available, that individual must be prepared to respond in 
the Trust vehicle that they are using alone, in line with associated Trust 
Policies/Guidelines. 
 
Further information on the interrupted break allowance can be found in Section 
6.  
 
4.4  Paid Interruptible Element 
 
During the paid interruptible element of the break, staff and managers will be 
expected to respond to all 999 and urgent calls. Once activated to such a call, 
staff will not be entitled to any further paid break period. Staff will not be 
expected to be deployed on standby during this paid element of the break 
unless extreme operational circumstances occur such as  
 

 Unexpected peaks in demand (as instructed by Gold On Call/Command in 
accordance with the Trust’s Escalation Plan) 

 Major incident or major incident standby 

 Large scale and/or multi-casualty incidents or events 

 Severe adverse weather (i.e. floods and high winds) 

 Major disruption to road networks or infrastructure 

 Any other unforeseen or extraordinary circumstances as determined by Gold 
On Call/Command 

 
Following these decisions the circumstances and actions taken will be reviewed 
after the event by the appropriate partnership forum.  
 
During this paid interruptible element break period, staff must be able to 
mobilise within the normal time parameters in accordance with current 
operational policy guidance.  
 
4.5  Meal Break “Window” 
 
It is reasonable for staff to have a break within an appropriate time period of 
their shift, known as the break window. The meal break window will vary 
according to shift length as shown in figure 1.  
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Meal Break Window  
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Shift Length Break Window Window start 

8 hours 2 hours 1 hour before mid-shift 

9 hours 2 ½ hours 1 ¼ hour before mid-shift 

10 hours 2 ½ hours 1 ¼ hour before mid-shift 

11 hours 3 hours 1 ½ hours before mid-shift 

12 hours 3 hours 1 ½ hours before mid-shift 

 
The break should be allocated (commenced) before the end of the meal break 
window.  
Breaks not allocated within a reasonable time period beyond the window will be 
eligible for a late break allowance. This will apply for breaks commenced one 
hour or more after the end of the break window. 
 
In exceptional circumstances (for example long-distance transfers) if a break 
cannot be completed during the shift, staff will be eligible for a missed break 
allowance and 30 minutes time off in lieu. Further information on these 
allowances can be found in Section 6.  
 
Normally a meal break will not be allocated in the last hour of the shift. In the 
event that a meal break is allocated within the last hour this must be at their 
base station and commence 30 minutes prior to the end of the shift. 
 
When considering the provision of a late break outside of the final hour of a 
shift, it should be noted that the allocation of this meal break should not directly 
lead to employees finishing past their planned end of shift time. 
 
4.6  Allocation of Breaks 
 
In order to maximise the opportunity for all staff to take breaks in an appropriate 
time period, a process of break allocation will apply.  
 
All emergency operations resources will be allocated a “break time” in advance 
of the commencement of their shift.  The allocation of break times will be the 
responsibility of the General Manager.  
 
If staff are in an appropriate location (see below) to take their break at their 
allotted “break time” then their break will be deemed to have commenced at this 
location.  
 
If staff are committed to a call/patient journey at their allotted “break time” then 
they will be allocated their break at an appropriate location (see below) as soon 
as they are clear and available.  
 
In other circumstances, if staff are away from an appropriate location (see 
below), they should contact HEOC prior to their “break time” allowing them to be 
allocated their break at an appropriate location. This might be for example when 
staff are on standby at a dynamic activation point not meeting the criteria below 
for appropriate location of a break.  
 
 
Examples 
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A crew is working a 12 hour shift between 07:00 and 19:00 hours.  The meal 
break window for this shift is therefore between 11:30 to 14:30 hours. Their 
allocated break time is 12:00. 
 

a. At 11:55 they arrive back on their base station and are still there at 
12:00. Their break is deemed to have started at 12:00. 

 
b. They are at hospital completing an emergency call and book clear and 

available at 12:10. At this point, HEOC will allocate their break at the 
nearest appropriate location.  
 

4.7  Where Meal Breaks will be taken  
 
Due to operational demands it will be necessary for staff to take their break at 
ambulance stations or response posts where facilities are available.  
 
These locations will be coordinated by the appropriate manager via the Local 
Partnership Forums. Breaks can also be taken at additional locations (for 
example other NHS locations) agreed locally or regionally by the Partnership 
Forums.  
 
If a break is taken at a location outside of the agreed local area within which 
their place of work for the day is situated, an Off-Base Break Allowance (see 
Section 6) can be claimed. . The agreed local areas will be coordinated by the 
appropriate manager via the Local Partnership Forums using the regional 
mileage matrix shown in Appendix 2.  
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5. APPLICATION – HEOC STAFF 

 
5.1  Length of Break 
 
All staff and managers working in excess of 6 hours will be entitled to breaks as 
outlined in the table below.  The break entitlement will consist of an unpaid 
uninterruptible element, and a paid interruptible VDU element. 
 
 

Shift 
Length 

Unpaid 
uninterruptible 

element 

Paid interruptible 
VDU element 

Total Break 
Length 

12 Hours 45 15 60 

11 Hours 42 13 55 

10 Hours 38 12 50 

9 Hours 34 11 45 

8 Hours 30 10 40 

7 Hours 30 5 35 

 
There is an expectation that the total break length will be taken in more than 
one period. The exact timing and frequency of the breaks shown in the table 
above will be determined and agreed locally (for example a 12 hour shift may 
have four 15 minute break periods equating to a total of 60 minutes).  
 
5.2  Unpaid Uninterruptible Element 
 
During the unpaid uninterruptible element of the break, staff and managers will 
only be disturbed in the event of a major incident situation occurring.  In the 
event of a major incident, staff and managers who are contactable may be 
asked if they are willing to return to HEOC. 
 
During the unpaid uninterruptible element of the break, staff and managers are 
not required to remain in the workplace.  However, it is their responsibility to 
ensure that they are ready to resume work at the end of the unpaid 
uninterruptible element of their break. Subject to local agreement, an alternative 
arrangement may be in place for HEOC Duty Managers remaining on site due 
to the unique nature of their role.  
 
Due to exceptional service demands, staff may be requested to be disturbed 
during the unpaid element of their break. Further information on the disturbed 
break allowance can be found in Section 6.  
 
 
 
5.4  Paid interruptible VDU Elements 
 
During the paid interruptible VDU element of the break, staff and managers will 
be expected to return to the HEOC to undertake normal duties according to 
service needs.   
 
5.5  Break Windows 
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For all shifts, the break window will be determined locally. The unpaid element 
of the break should normally be completed before the end of the break window.   
 
 

6. ALLOWANCES  (ALL OPERATIONAL STAFF)  

 
The maximum amount claimable by a member of staff in any one shift is £25.  
 
6.1  Off-Base Meal Break Allowance  
If the break is taken at a location outside of the agreed local area within which 
their place of work for the day is situated, staff will be eligible to claim an Off-
Base Break Allowance of £5. 
 
6.2  Interrupted Meal Break Allowance 
 
Staff who choose to remain available during the unpaid uninterruptible 
element of their break and who are then interrupted (as defined in section 4.3) 
will be eligible to claim the Interrupted Break Allowance of £20.00. 
 
In such cases, there will be no reimbursement of break time, or entitlement to 
time off in lieu.  
 
6.3  Late Meal Break Allowance 
 
If an unpaid break is not allocated within the specified time period (see section 
4.5), staff will be eligible to claim for a late break allowance of £20.00. 
 
6.4  Missed Meal Break Allowance 
 
If an unpaid break cannot be completed during the shift, staff will be eligible to 
claim for a missed break allowance of £20.00. Refer to section 4.5 regarding 
time off in lieu entitlements.  
 
6.5  Total payment arrangements 
 
Staff can only receive the £20.00 payment once under sections 6.2, 6.3 or 6.4 
above during any given shift. 
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Appendix 1: Implementation Implications  
 
Emergency Operations 
The standardisation of the 30 minute unpaid element of these Meal Break 
arrangements may impact on some existing rotas to maintain a 37.5 hour working 
week.  This will affect the constituent Trust areas as follows: 
 
Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire staff and managers currently have a 20 minute unpaid 
element to their meal breaks.  Under these new arrangements, the additional 10 minute 
increase in the unpaid element of their meal break will mean that under their current 
rota arrangements they will owe the Trust 10 minutes per shift.  How staff and 
managers meet these requirements will be determined locally. 
 
Essex staff and managers currently have either a 45, 38, or 30 minute unpaid break.  
Under these new arrangements, those staff who are entitled to a 45 or 38 minute 
break, will accrue additional time off.  How staff and managers meet these 
requirements will be determined locally. 
 
Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire staff and managers currently have a 30 minute 
unpaid break and have arrangements in place for the balancing of rostered hours. 
 
HEOC 
The standardisation of the 45 minute unpaid element of these Meal Break 
arrangements may impact on some existing rotas to maintain a 37.5 hour working 
week.  This will affect the constituent Trust areas as follows: 
 
Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire HEOC staff currently have a 20 minute unpaid element 
to their meal breaks.  Under these new arrangements, the additional 25 minute 
increase in the unpaid element of their meal break for a 12 hour shift will mean that 
under their current rota arrangements they will owe the Trust 25 minutes per 12 hour 
shift.  How staff and managers meet these requirements will be determined locally. 
 
Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire HEOC managers currently have paid breaks.  Under 
these new arrangements, the new 30 minute unpaid element of their rest break will 
mean that under their current rota arrangements they will owe the Trust 30 minutes per 
12 hour shift.  How managers meet these requirements will be determined locally. 
 
Essex HEOC staff and managers currently have either a 45, 38, or 30 minute unpaid 
break.  Under these new arrangements, those staff who are entitled to a 45 or 38 
minute break, will accrue additional time off.  How staff and managers meet these 
requirements will be determined locally. 
 
Norfolk, Suffolk and Cambridgeshire HEOC staff and managers currently have either a 
45, 37.5 or 30 minute unpaid break.  Under these new arrangements there are no 
significant changes. It should be noted that 10 hour shifts will move to a 38 minute 
break..  How staff and managers meet these requirements will be determined locally. 
 
Lieu Time 
As a result of the total break allowance, there may be an entitlement to lieu time for 
some members of staff. This lieu time may only be given for hours at work (i.e. staff 
sickness may not accumulate lieu hours for this purpose). 
 


